The Safety Catch
them support the rest of the tune, or eke them out with an occasional
enjoyable vowel.
"Good afternoon, Bullfinch," said John. This was not a reference
to the singing, for the fact was that the singer was called Wilfred
Bullfinch. He was a slighdy-built man with a close-cropped head
of hair which would have been abundantly black if allowed to
grow. As it was, it looked as if he had just served a sentence in a
very particular prison, and the fingers could not have reported any
difference between Wilfred's pate and his chin. He was about thirty
years old, and had for some years been meaning to get a set of false
teeth top and bottom when he could afford it. He had eyes like
ironical black buttons, and a habit, in reflective moments, of chew-
ing his bottom lip with his top gum. He wore a tight navy-blue suit
under his overalls, and never went anywhere without an empty
sack, though if you had mentioned Autolycus to him, he would
have believed you were speaking of a racehorse.
His eyes did not belie his nature. People vastly amused Wilfred,
and often moved him to a little chuckle, his black eyes feasting
themselves unwinkingly on the object of their amusement while the
toothless mouth emitted the chuckle. Sometimes the mere thought
of life would produce the sound of Wilfred's mirth, the mirth of a
good-natured but entirely disillusioned man, mirth that lived far
down in Ms throat, as his engines lived in the depths below the offices.
Hearing John's greeting, he turned his head, holding the long weapon
still for a moment. Then he lowered it, shut the fire-box door,
shoved the long poker into its place alongside the boiler, and smiled.
"Arternoon, Mr. Klooner," he said. "Don't often see you nowa-
days. Gorn up in the world, haven't yer? On ycr own now, eh?"
"Well, yes," said John. "In a way."
"In a way, eh," said Wilfred. "I see. In a way." He could make
one's most innocent observation take on a significance of the most
sardonic kind, turn it into a comment on the artfulness of the world,
and in that way he repeated John's words now.
"How'd yer like this job?" he asked, and was consumed with the
deep-throated laughter.
"Not at all," replied John positively.
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